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The alms race 


THE BEGGAR. By F. M. Esfandiaiy. Ivan Obo- 
lensky. 141 pp. $3.95. 

The only adverse criticism 1 have of 
this book is that the publisher has seen 
fit to insert a paragraph in the front 
matter explaining that this story of a 
crippled beggar is really a parable of 
justice and an allegory on the absurdity 
of punishment I am annoyed, perhaps 
more than I should be, by this act of 
condescension to the reader — or is it 
perhaps evidence of editorial faint- 
hearted doubt that the author has made 
his meaning clear? 

In either case, the explanation is quite 
supererogatory. Mr. Esfandiary (who 
has been a member of an Iranian 
Olympic team and of the UN's Concilia- 
tion Commission for Palestine) needs no 
editorial sandwich-board, for he writes 
plainly, he has organized his story with 
great economy, and his meaning is quite 
clear. 

In the Arab village in which he lives, 
Ali, a beggar with withered legs, under- 
takes to raise five lira for a widow who 
has befriended him. When he arrives 
" with the money, however, he finds the 
widow's bed already occupied by a mus- 
cular woodchopper. Ali keeps a vigil 
outside, sleeping under rags in a nearby 
shed.- He awakes to find the house on 
fire and the widow and the woodchopper 
dead. When the villagers' intention to 1 
execute Ali for the supposed arson and 
murder is foiled by a friendly witness, 
they don't return him to the streets until 
exacting a cruel and senseless punish- 
ment to teach him not to be lazy. 

Although both in length and concep- 
tion, The Beggar is closer to a long 
short story than a short novel, it is the 
most sophisticated and successful of the 
books reviewed on this page. 


